Hypothyroidism might be related to breast cancer in post-menopausal women.
An association between breast cancer and thyroid (autoimmune) diseases or the presence of thyroid peroxidase antibodies (TPOAb; a marker of thyroid autoimmune disease) has been suggested. However, little is known about whether women with thyroid (autoimmune) diseases are at increased risk for developing breast cancer. This cross-sectional and prospective cohort study investigated whether the presence of TPOAb or thyroid dysfunction is related to the presence or development of breast cancer. An unselected cohort of 2,775 women around menopause was screened for the thyroid parameters thyrotropin (TSH), free thyroxine (FT(4)), and TPOAb during 1994. Detailed information on previous or actual thyroid disorders and breast cancer, and on putative factors related to breast cancer and thyroid disorders, was obtained. Clinical thyroid dysfunction was defined by both abnormal FT4 and TSH, and subclinical thyroid dysfunction by abnormal TSH (with normal FT4). A TPOAb concentration >or= 100 U/ml was defined as positive (TPOAb(+)). The study group was linked with the Eindhoven Cancer Registry to detect all women with (in situ) breast cancer (ICD-O code 174) diagnosed between 1958 and 1994. Subsequently, in the prospective study, all women who did not have breast cancer in 1994 (n = 2,738) were followed up to July, 2003, and all new cases of (in situ) breast cancer and all cancer-related deaths were registered. Of the 2,775 women, 278 (10.0%) were TPOAb(+). At the 1994 screening, 37 women (1.3%) had breast cancer. TPOAbs were (independently) related to a current diagnosis of breast cancer (OR = 3.3; 95% CI 1.3-8.5). Of the remaining women, 61 (2.2%) developed breast cancer. New breast cancer was related to: (1) an earlier diagnosis of hypothyroidism (OR = 3.8; 95% CI 1.3-10.9); (2) the use of thyroid medication (OR = 3.2; 95% CI 1.0-10.7); and (3) low FT4 (lowest tenth percentile: OR = 2.3; 95% CI 1.2-4.6). In the first 3 years follow up, the relationship between FT4 and log-TSH was disturbed in women with a new breast cancer diagnosis. The presence of TPOAb was not related to breast cancer during follow-up. A direct relationship between thyroid autoimmunity and breast cancer is unlikely. Hypothyroidism and low-normal FT4 are related with an increased risk of breast cancer in post-menopausal women. Studies are needed to clarify the origins of this possible association.